LETTER FROM BIRMINGHAM JAIL

August 1963
BY MARTIN LUTHER KING JR.

King’s famous “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” published in
The Atlantic as “The Negro Is Your Brother.” was written in
response to a public statement of concern and caution issued by
eight white religious leaders of the South. It stand's as one of the
classic documents of the civil-rights movement.

ou express a great deal of anxiety over our willingness
to break laws. This is certainly a legitimate concern.
Since we so diligently urge people to obey the Supreme
Court’s decision of 1954 outlawing segregation in the public
schools, it is rather strange and paradoxical to find us con-
sciously breaking laws. One may well ask. “How can you
advocate breaking some laws and obeying others?” The
answer is found in the fact that there are two types of laws:
there are just laws, and there are unjust laws. | would agree
with St. Augustine that “An unjust law is no law at all.”
Now, what is the difference between the two? How does
one determine when a law is just or unjust? A just law is a
man-made code that squares with the moral law, or the law
of God. An unjust law is a code that is out of harmony with
the moral law. To put it in the terms of St. Thomas Aquinas,
an unjust law is a human law that is not rooted in eternal
and natural law. Any law that uplifts human personality is
just. Any law that degrades human personality is unjust. All
segregation statutes are unjust because segregation distorts
the soul and damages the personality
There are some instances when a law is just on its face
and unjust in its application. For instance, I was arrested
Friday on a charge of parading without a permit. Now,
there is nothing wrong with an ordinance which requires
a permit for a parade, but when the ordinance is used to

preserve segregation and to deny citizens the First Amend-
ment privilege of peaceful assembly and peaceful protest,
then it becomes unjust.

Of course, there is nothing new about this kind of
civil disobedience. It was seen sublimely in the refusal of
Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego to obey the laws of Nebu-
chadnezzar because a higher moral law was involved. It was
practiced superbly by the early Christians, who were willing
to face hungry lions and the excruciating pain of chopping
blocks before submitting to certain unjust laws of the Roman
Empire. To a degree. academic freedom is a reality today
because Socrates practiced civil disobedience.

We can never forget that everything Hitler did in Ger-
many was “legal” and everything the Hungarian freedom
fighters did in Hungary was “illegal.” It was “illegal” to aid
and comfort a Jew in Hitler’s Germany. But I am sure that
if [ had lived in Germany during that time, I would have
aided and comforted my Jewish brothers even though it
was illegal. If I lived in a Communist country today where
certain principles dear to the Christian faith are suppressed,
| believe 1 would openly advocate disobeying these anti-
religious laws ..

I have no fear about the outcome of our struggle in Bir-
mingham, even if our motives are presently misunderstood.
We will reach the goal of freedom in Birmingham and all over
the nation, because the goal of America is freedom. Abused
and scorned though we may be, our destiny is tied up with
the destiny of America. Before the Pilgrims landed at Plym-
outh. we were here. Before the pen of Jefferson scrarched
across the pages of history the majestic word of the Declara-
tion of Independence. we were here . . If the inexpressible
cruclties of slavery could not stop us, the opposition we now
face will surely fail. We will win our freedom because the
sacred heritage of our nation and the eternal will of God
are embodied in our echoing demands

Never before have I written a letter this long—or should
[ say a book? I'm afraid that it is much too long to take your
precious time. I can assure you that it would have been much
shorter if | had been writing from a comfortable desk, but
what else is there to do when you are alone for days in the
dull monotony of a narrow jail cell other than write long
letters. think strange thoughts. and pray long prayers?

If I have said anything in this letter that is an understate-
ment of the truth and is indicative of an unreasonable impa-
tience, 1 beg you to forgive me. If  have said anything in this
letter that is an overstatement of the truth and is indicative
of my having a patience that makes me patient with anything
less than brotherhood. I beg God to forgive me.

Yours for the cause of Peace and Brotherhood,
MARTIN LUTHER KING JR.
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